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APERTURE-FOLD IMAGING SYSTEM

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional
Patent Application No. 61/842,634, filed Jul. 3, 2013, titled
“Aperture-Fold Imaging System,” the entire contents of
which are hereby incorporated by reference herein, for all
purposes.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to folded optical systems and,
more particularly, to a folded optical system in which at least
one fold occurs at an aperture of the system.

BACKGROUND ART

Optical systems, such as telescopes, often require optical
paths of specific lengths, such as focal lengths of optical
elements. To reduce physical size of an optical system, an
optical path may be folded one or more times by one or more
reflecting elements, typically mirrors. Some folded optical
systems, such as early Newtonian telescopes, dispose one or
more of the reflecting elements within an optical path, thereby
obstructing a portion of the optical path. Judicial placement of
reflecting optical elements can, however, yield unobstructed
folded optical systems.

Traditional unobstructed multi-reflection telescopes utilize
three or more mirrors to correct and maneuver a ray bundle
between an aperture and an image sensor, eyepiece or other
output device. However, such telescopes are relatively physi-
cally large. More compact telescopes are desirable, such as
when they are used on artificial satellites or other space
vehicles.

SUMMARY OF EMBODIMENTS

An embodiment of the present invention provides an opti-
cal system. The optical system includes an aperture config-
ured to admit an optical signal along an optical path. The
optical system also includes a powered optical element dis-
posed along the optical path. The powered optical element is
configured to receive the optical signal along the optical path
and to forward the optical signal along the optical path. The
optical system also includes a first mirror disposed along the
optical path. The first mirror is disposed downstream of the
powered optical element. The first mirror is configured to fold
the optical path at the first mirror. The aperture, the powered
optical element and the first mirror are configured to fold the
optical path at the aperture.

The optical system may include a second mirror disposed
along the optical path. The second mirror may be disposed
downstream of the first mirror. The second mirror may be
configured to fold the optical path at the second mirror. The
aperture, the powered optical element, the first mirror and the
second mirror may be configured to fold the optical path at the
aperture.

The optical system may include an optical block defining
the aperture. The aperture may be configured to admit light
from an optical medium into the optical block. The optical
medium may be immediately adjacent the aperture. The opti-
cal block may have an index of refraction greater than an
index of refraction of the optical medium. The optical block
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may be configured to internally reflect the optical signal
within the optical block at the aperture, so as to fold the
optical path at the aperture.

The optical block may be configured to totally internally
reflect the optical signal within the optical block at the aper-
ture, so as to fold the optical path at the aperture.

The optical block may at least partially define the powered
optical element and the first mirror. The powered optical
element may include an off-axis parabolic mirror. The pow-
ered optical element may further include a diffraction grating.

The powered optical element and/or the first mirror may be
coated with a metamaterial and/or patterned with sub-wave-
length sized microstructures configured to cause the powered
optical element or the first mirror, as the case may be, to
reflect the optical signal at a predetermined wavelength. That
is, the powered optical element may be coated with a metama-
terial configured to reflect the optical signal at a predeter-
mined wavelength. The first mirror may be coated with a
metamaterial configured to reflect the optical signal at a pre-
determined wavelength. The powered optical element may be
patterned with sub-wavelength sized microstructures config-
ured to reflect the optical signal at a predetermined wave-
length. The first mirror may be patterned with sub-wave-
length sized microstructures configured to reflect the optical
signal at a predetermined wavelength.

The optical block may include a wavelength-dispersive
material.

The optical system may further include a second mirror
disposed along the optical path. The second mirror may be
disposed downstream of the first mirror. The second mirror
may be configured to fold the optical path at the second
mirror. The aperture, the powered optical element, the first
mirror and the second mirror may be configured to fold the
optical path at the aperture.

The optical block may at least partially define the second
mirror.

The optical system may further include a wavelength dis-
persive element disposed along the optical path.

The powered optical element may include a lens.

The first mirror may be configured to at least partially
correct an optical aberration, of the optical signal, caused by
the powered optical element.

The aperture may be configured, at least at wavelengths
within a predetermined range, to transmit the optical signal
along the optical path through the aperture and then to exter-
nally reflect the optical signal from a surface of the aperture,
s0 as to fold the optical path at the aperture.

The aperture, the powered optical element and the first
mirror may be configured to fold the optical path at the aper-
ture at a Brewster angle of the optical signal.

The aperture, the powered optical element and the first
mirror may be configured, and the aperture may include a
material having an index of refraction, so as to totally exter-
nally reflect the optical signal at the aperture.

The aperture may include a material having an index of
refraction less than 1.

The powered optical element may include an off-axis para-
bolic mirror. The powered optical element may further
include a diffraction grating. The powered optical element
may include a lens.

The optical system may further include a wavelength dis-
persive element disposed along the optical path.

The optical system may further include a second mirror
disposed along the optical path. The second mirror may be
disposed downstream of the first mirror. The second mirror
may be configured to fold the optical path at the second
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mirror. The aperture, the powered optical element, the first
mirror and the second mirror may be configured to fold the
optical path at the aperture.

Another embodiment of the present invention provides an
optical system. The optical system includes an optically
transparent block having an index of refraction and defining
an aperture. The aperture may be configured to admit light
from an optical medium into the optically transparent block.
The optical medium may be disposed immediately adjacent
the aperture. The optical medium may have an index of
refraction less than the index of refraction of the optically
transparent block. The optical system also includes an image
plane and a first mirror. The optically transparent block and
the first mirror may be configured to define an optical path
within the optically transparent block, from the aperture to the
image plane. The optical path includes at least one reflection
off the aperture.

The aperture may be optically flat.

The at least one reflection off the aperture may be a total
internal reflection within the optically transparent block.

The first mirror may include a parabolic mirror. The first
mirror may include an off-axis parabolic mirror.

The optical system may further include a second mirror.
The optically transparent block, the first mirror and the sec-
ond mirror may be configured to define the optical path. The
optical path includes at least two reflections off the aperture.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention will be more fully understood by referring to
the following Detailed Description of Specific Embodiments
in conjunction with the Drawings, of which:

FIG. 1 is a perspective schematic diagram of an optical
block, according to an embodiment of the present invention.

FIGS. 2, 3 and 4 are respective top, left side and front view
schematic diagrams of the optical block of FIG. 1.

FIG. 5 is a perspective schematic diagram of the optical
block of FIGS. 1-4, showing material on two flat surfaces of
the optical block to make these surfaces internally reflective,
according to an embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 6 is a perspective schematic diagram of the optical
block of FIGS. 1-5, rotated 180 degrees to show the optical
block from another view, including material on an additional
surface of the optical block to make this surface internally
reflective, according to an embodiment of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 7 is a top view schematic diagram of an optical system
that includes the optical block of FIGS. 1-6, showing an
optical path extending through the optical block, according to
an embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 8 is a perspective schematic diagram of the optical
block of FIGS. 1-7, similar to the view shown in FIG. 5, but
here showing the optical path extending through the optical
block.

FIG. 9 is a top view schematic diagram of an optical system
that includes discrete optical elements, according to another
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 10 is an enlarged view of a portion of the optical
system of FIG. 9.

FIG. 11 is an enlarged view of a portion of the optical
system of FIG. 9, according to another embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 12 is a top view schematic diagram of an optical
system that includes an optical block and an optical path
extending through the optical block, according to another
embodiment of the present invention.
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FIG. 13 is a top view schematic diagram of an optical
system that includes discrete optical elements, according to
yet another embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 14 is a top view schematic diagram of the optical
block of FIGS. 1-8 illustrating rays transmitted through the
optical block, according to embodiments of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 15 is a top view schematic diagram of an optical
block, similar to the optical block of FIGS. 1-8, except with an
off-axis parabolic surface located closer to an aperture
thereof, to demonstrate an advantage of folding the optical
path at the aperture, according to embodiments of the present
invention.

FIG. 16 is a top view schematic diagram of the optical
block of FIG. 15 illustrating two or more aperture fold zones,
according to embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 17 is a front view of an optical block, similar to the
view in FIG. 4 of the optical block of FIG. 1, except in FIG. 17
the optical block includes non-vertical surfaces and exhibits a
non-coplanar optical path, according to yet another embodi-
ment of the present invention.

FIGS. 18 and 19 are respective top and back view sche-
matic diagrams of an optical system that includes both a
non-co-planar optical path and multiple folds of the optical
path at its aperture, according to an embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 20 is a top view schematic diagram of an optical block
system that includes a wavelength-dispersive clement,
according to an embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 21 is a top view schematic diagram of an optical
block, similar to the optical block of FIGS. 1-7, except includ-
ing a diffraction grating, showing an optical path extending
through the optical block, according to an embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 22 is a perspective schematic diagram of an optical
block, similar to the optical block of FIGS. 1-8, except with
excess material removed, according to another embodiment
of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF SPECIFIC
EMBODIMENTS

In accordance with embodiments of the present invention,
methods and apparatus are disclosed for folding an optical
path at an aperture of an optical system. Such an arrangement
can lead to compact optical systems. Some embodiments
include solid optical blocks and employ total internal reflec-
tion at the aperture. Other embodiments include apertures
made of conventional materials and are configured so as to
fold the optical path at the aperture at the Brewster angle. Yet
other embodiments include apertures made of metamaterials
having indexes of refraction less than 1 and are configured to
fold the optical signal at the aperture by total external reflec-
tion. Other embodiments include apertures that contain sub-
wavelength-sized patterned structures (some being grating-
like) that pass optical signals through at roughly
perpendicular angles and redirect optical signals at lower
angles.

Optical Block Embodiments

By way of background and definition, “total internal reflec-
tion” is a phenomenon that occurs when a propagating wave
strikes a medium boundary surface at an angle larger than a
particular critical angle, with respect to a normal to the sur-
face. If the refractive index is lower on the other side of the
boundary, and the incident angle is greater than the critical



US 9,417,442 B1

5

angle, the wave cannot pass through the boundary and the
wave is entirely reflected. The critical angle is an angle of
incidence above which the total internal reflectance occurs.
Generally, when a wave crosses a boundary between materi-
als with different refractive indices, the wave is partially
refracted at the boundary surface and partially reflected.
However, if the angle of incidence is greater (i.e., if the
direction of propagation orray is closer to being parallel to the
boundary) than the critical angle (i.e., an angle of incidence at
which light is refracted such that it travels along the bound-
ary), the wave does not cross the boundary and instead the
wave is totally reflected back internally. In conventional
materials, this occurs only where the wave travels from a
medium with a higher refractive index to a medium with a
lower refractive index. For example, it occurs when light
passes from glass to air, but not when light passes from air to
glass.

FIG. 1 is a perspective schematic diagram of an optical
block 100, according to an embodiment of the present inven-
tion. The optical block 100 may be fabricated of material that
is optically transparent at wavelengths of interest. “Optically
transparent” means the material transmits an optical signal at
a wavelength of interest through the material, such that after
passing through the material, the optical signal retains a suf-
ficient fraction of its initial amplitude for a desired applica-
tion. For example, for visible wavelengths (about 390 nm to
about 700 nm), any visible-light transparent material, such as
an optical polymer or glass (e.g., BK-7, borosilicate, etc.),
may be used. FIGS. 2, 3 and 4 are respective top, left side and
front view schematic diagrams of the optical block 100. As
best seen in FIG. 2, the optical block 100 defines a flat input
surface 200 (also referred to herein as an aperture), a flat
output surface 202, an off-axis parabolic surface 204, a flat
surface 206 and another flat surface 208, which may, but in
some embodiments need not, be coplanar with the aperture
200. The optical block 100 may be fabricated using conven-
tional optical fabrication techniques, such as casting, grind-
ing and polishing.

As shown by stippling in FIG. 5, the flat surfaces 206 and
208 are coated with material 500 and 502, respectively, to
make the surfaces 206 and 208 internally reflective, i.e., to
make them reflective interior to the optical block 100. Insome
embodiments, the flat surfaces 206 and 208 are coated, e.g.,
silvered, for reflection. In other embodiments, the flat sur-
faces 206 and 208 may be covered with metamaterial or
patterned with sub-wavelength sized microstructures to redi-
rect impinging optical signals in appropriate directions, ex.
optical signal rays C and D (described below, with reference
to FIG. 7). Similarly, as shown in FIG. 6, the oft-axis para-
bolic surface 204 is also coated with material 600 to make it
reflective interior to the optical block 100. In some embodi-
ments, the off-axis parabolic surface 204 may be covered with
metamaterial or patterned with sub-wavelength-sized micro-
structures to redirect impinging optical signals in appropriate
directions, ex, optical ray B (described below, with reference
to FIG. 7).

Like FIG. 2, FIG. 7 is a top view schematic diagram of an
optical system 700 that includes the optical block 100, except
FIG. 7 shows the material 500, 502 and 600 on the two flat
surfaces 206 and 208 and on the off-axis parabolic surface
204, respectively, that make these surfaces internally reflec-
tive. The flat input surface 200 defines an aperture, through
which the optical block 100 may receive an optical signal 702.
The input surface 200 should be at least approximately per-
pendicular to the optical signal 702. The optical block 100 is
configured such that the optical signal 702 impinges on the
off-axis parabolic surface 204, as indicated by arrow A. The
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6

off-axis parabolic surface 204 reflects the optical signal, as
indicated by arrow B. The reflected optical signal ray B
impinges on reflective surface 208, and is there reflected to
reflective surface 206, as indicated by arrow C.

The reflective surface 206 reflects the optical signal, as
indicated by arrow D, toward the aperture 200. The aperture
200 is transparent. However, preferably, the angle 704, rela-
tive to a normal to the aperture 200, at which the ray D portion
of the optical signal impinges on the aperture 200 is large
enough that the optical signal D is totally internally reflected,
at 706, within the optical block 100. The totally internally
reflected portion of the optical signal, indicated by arrow E,
exits the optical block 100 via the output surface 202 and
impinges on an image sensor 708 or passes to another output
device or output port (not shown). The output surface 202
should be perpendicular, or close to perpendicular, to ray E. If
some signal loss is acceptable, the angle 704 need not be large
enough to cause total internal reflection. In such cases, some
portion of the optical signal ray D is refracted and exits the
optical block 100, as indicated by arrow W.

Unlike surfaces 204, 206 and 208, the aperture 200 is not
coated with a material that would make the aperture 200
opaque to the input optical signal 702. The aperture 200 may,
however, have an optical coating of one or more thin layers
applied to it, such as an anti-reflective coating as is well
known in the art, to improve or preserve transparency of the
aperture 200 to ray A.

The aperture 200 may be sized according to the size of the
off-axis parabolic surface 204, as indicated by dash-dotted
lines 710, so any ray parallel to ray A that would impinge on
the off-axis parabolic surface 204 is admitted by the aperture
200. This typically requires the material 502 that makes sur-
face 208 reflective not to extend over the aperture 200, so as
not to obscure any portion of the aperture 200. However, if
desired, the optically transparent extent of the aperture 200
may be made less than the size of the off-axis parabolic
surface 204, for example to limit size, shape and/or position
of'abundle of rays admitted by the aperture 200 or to limit the
portion of the off-axis parabolic surface 204 on which the ray
bundle impinges.

In use, the optical block 100, or at least the aperture 200, is
immediately adjacent an optical medium, such as air, a
vacuum or another medium. “Immediately adjacent” means
the surface of the aperture 200, or if the aperture 200 has an
optical coating, an outer surface of the optical coating, is in
contact with the other medium. The material of the optical
block 100 has an index of refraction greater than the index of
refraction of the immediately adjacent optical medium, and
the optical block 100, in particular the position and orienta-
tion of the aperture 200, the off-axis parabolic surface 204 and
the flat surfaces 208 and 206, is configured such that the
optical path A, B, C, D and E is folded at 706 by the aperture
200. As noted, the angle 704 of incidence of ray D preferably
causes the ray D to be totally internally reflected within the
optical block 100. It should be noted that in use, such as ina
vacuum of space, the optical medium immediately adjacent
the aperture 100 may be different than when the optical block
100 is manufactured, such as in an air atmosphere of earth.

The off-axis parabolic surface 204 and its material 600
form a powered optical element, in this case a mirror, having
a focal length equal to the sum of the lengths of arrows B, C,
D and E. A “powered optical element” is an optical element
with a magnification other than 1 or —1. Thus, the optical path
is folded by each of the reflecting surfaces 204, 208 and 206
and by the aperture 200. FIG. 8 is a perspective schematic
diagram of the optical block 100 showing the optical path rays
A, B, C, D and E. In the interest of clarity, the materials 500,
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600 and 602 used to make the surfaces 206, 208 and 204
reflective are not shown in FIG. 8.

Although reflecting surfaces 206 and 208 are flat in the
optical system 700 described above, with respect to FIGS.
1-8, one or both of these reflecting surfaces 206 and 208 may
be curved, for example, so as to at least partially correct one
or more optical aberrations, such as a spherical aberration,
coma or astigmatism, of the optical signal ray B caused by the
off-axis parabolic surface 204.

The optical block 100, with the materials 500, 600 and 602,
forms an optical system 700 that may be advantageously used
as, or as part of, a telescope, a star tracker, a monocular, one
half of a binocular or another optical device. Folding the
optical path at the aperture 200 (FIGS. 7 and 8) yields a
compact optical system. For example, folding the optical path
at the aperture 200 can yield a telescope smaller than a com-
parable conventional three-mirror anastigmat (“TMA™).

Discrete Optical Components Embodiments

FIG. 9 is a top view schematic diagram of an optical system
900 according to some other embodiments of the present
invention. Functionally, the optical system 900 is similar to
the optical block 100 of FIG. 1. However, the optical system
900 includes several discrete optical components in place of
the optical block 100 of FIG. 1. The optical system 900
includes an aperture 902, an off-axis parabolic mirror 904 and
two flat mirrors 906 and 908. The off-axis parabolic mirror
904 and the two flat mirrors 906 and 908 may be conventional
mirrors, ex., glass mirrors, each with material (such as silver)
applied to one surface thereof to make the mirror reflective.
The aperture 902 is made of a material that is transparent at
wavelengths of interest to optical signals approximately per-
pendicular to the aperture 902, such as an input optical signal
910 (ray A). The material is selected or configured to totally,
nearly totally, substantially or partially externally reflect opti-
cal signals at wavelengths of interest that impinge upon a
surface ofthe material (in some cases at particular angles or at
angles greater or less than a critical angle). Components of the
optical system 900 are configured so that ray D impinges on
the surface of the aperture 902 at a desired angle 914. Thus,
the optical signal ray D, which impinges on the aperture 902
at 912 at angle 914, is totally, nearly totally, substantially or
partially externally reflected by the aperture 902, as indicated
by arrow E. In this embodiment, the ray D is totally, nearly
totally, substantially or partially externally reflected by the
surface of the aperture 902 facing the off-axis parabolic mir-
ror 904.

If the input signal 910 is unpolarized, and a ray E that is
polarized would be sufficient to meet the needs of an appli-
cation of the optical system 900, the aperture 902 may be
made of a conventional material, such as borosilicate or
another appropriate glass. In this embodiment, the aperture
902, the off-axis parabolic mirror 904 and the two flat mirrors
906 and 908 are arranged such that the angle 914 is, at least
approximately, equal to the Brewster angle for wavelength(s)
of interest and the combination of the material of the aperture
902 and the optical medium immediately adjacent the surface
of'the aperture 902 at 912. For example, for visible light, glass
(with an index of refraction of about 1.5) and air, the Brewster
angle is about 56°.

FIG. 10 is an enlarged view of a portion of FIG. 9 enclosed
by dashed circle 916. Thickness of the aperture 902 is indi-
cated at 1000. As used herein, “externally reflected” means
waves of an optical signal are reflected (technically, absorbed
and then re-radiated) at the first surface of a material they
encounter. As shown in FIG. 10, ray E is externally reflected
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by the surface of the aperture 902 facing the off-axis mirror
904 (not shown in FIG. 10). If the ray D is unpolarized, as
indicated by two-headed arrows in the plane of the figure and
dots representing two-headed arrows perpendicular to the
plane of the figure, the reflected ray E is polarized, as indi-
cated by dots. The remainder of the ray D is refracted into the
material of the aperture 902, as indicated by arrow X. This ray
X is slightly polarized. The ray X is refracted when it reaches
the other surface of the aperture 902, as indicated by arrow Y.

Some other embodiments of the optical system of FIG. 9 do
not rely on the Brewster angle. In some such embodiments,
the aperture 902 is made of a material, such as a metamaterial,
having an index of refraction less than 1.

By way of background and definition, “metamaterials,” an
extension of the concept of artificial dielectrics, typically
consist of periodic structures of a guest material embedded in
a host material. While homogeneous dielectrics derive their
optical properties from the sub-nanometer-scale structure of
their atoms, metamaterials derive their properties from the
sub-wavelength-scale structure of their component (guest)
materials. When the wavelength of a field interacting with the
structure is much longer than the feature sizes and unit cell,
the metamaterial can be treated as a homogeneous dielectric
with macroscopic parameters, such as effective refractive
index n,_ A proper choice of component materials and geom-
etries can yield metamaterials with novel optical properties,
which allow the metamaterials to control light in unconven-
tional ways with potential applications in photonic integra-
tion. [1]

Returning to FIG. 9, another embodiment of the present
invention includes an aperture 902 that is sufficiently trans-
parent at wavelengths of interest to an approximately perpen-
dicular input optical signal 910 and that has an index of
refraction less than 1 at these wavelengths. Such a metama-
terial has been described in the scientific literature. [1][2][3]
In this embodiment, the aperture 902, the oft-axis parabolic
mirror 904 and the two flat mirrors 906 and 908 are arranged
so the optical signal ray D impinges on the surface of the
aperture 902 at an angle 914 greater than the critical angle for
wavelengths of interest. Consequently, as shown in FIG. 11,
ray D is totally externally reflected at 912 by aperture 902.
The reflected ray E impinges on the image sensor 708 (FI1G. 9)
or passes to another output device or output port (not shown).

Other Powered Optical Elements

Although the optical systems described above include off-
axis parabolic mirrors 204 or 904, other types of powered
optical elements may be used, including lenses or shaped
mirrors. FIG. 12 is a top view schematic diagram of such an
optical system 1200, according to an embodiment of the
present invention. The optical system 1200 includes an opti-
cal block 1202, similar to the optical block 100 discussed
above, with respect to FIGS. 1-8, except the optical block
1202 defines a flat surface 1204, instead of an oft-axis para-
bolic surface. The flat surface 1204 is made reflective by
material 600, as in the optical block 100. The optical system
1200 includes a lens 1206 (or another powered optical ele-
ment, not shown) disposed along an optical path 1208,
upstream of the aperture 200. The focal length of the lens
1206 is equal to the sum of the lengths of arrows A, B, C, D
and E.

Other types of powered optical elements may be used in
discrete optical components embodiments, as exemplified by
an optical system 1300 shown schematically in FIG. 13. This
embodiment, like the embodiment of FIG. 12, includes a flat
mirror 1304 and a lens 1206 disposed upstream of the aper-
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ture 902. Alternatively, the lens 1206 or other powered optical
element may be disposed along the optical path 1208 between
the aperture 902 and the flat mirror 1304.

Other optical systems (not shown) may include multiple
powered optical elements (for example, mirrors and/or
lenses) along the optical path 1208. These powered optical
elements may all be disposed upstream ofthe aperture 902, all
downstream of the aperture 902 or a combination of some
upstream and others downstream of the aperture 902. One or
more of the powered optical elements may at least partially
correct one or more optical aberrations, such as a spherical
aberration, coma or astigmatism, caused by one or more of the
other powered optical elements. Optionally or additionally,
one or more of the flat mirrors 206 and 208 or 906 and 908
may be curved, so as to at least partially correct one or more
optical aberrations caused by one or more of the powered
optical elements.

Number and Location of Folds and Folding Mirrors

In FIG. 7, ray B is shown as impinging on the flat surface
208. However, as shown schematically in FIG. 14, some rays
(such as ray Al) of aray bundle AA entering the aperture 200
may be reflected, as exemplified by ray B1, by the off-axis
parabolic surface 204 onto the aperture 200, rather than onto
surface 208, and other rays (such as ray B) may be reflected by
the off-axis parabolic surface 204 onto the surface 208. The
optical bock 100 may be configured such that rays reflected
by the off-axis parabolic surface 204 onto the aperture 200
impinge on the aperture 200 at angles that cause these rays to
be totally internally reflected by the aperture 200. If a ray
bundle of a given fold of the optical signal spans the aperture
200 and the surface 208, the aperture 200 and the surface 208
should be co-planar, and the reflectivity of surface 208 should
be atleast approximately equal to the total internal reflectivity
of'the aperture 200. Rays B1 and D1 exemplify portions of the
optical signal that are totally internally reflected more than
once by the aperture 200, as occurs in some embodiments.

Bringing the off-axis parabolic surface 204 closer to the
aperture 200, as schematically illustrated in FIG. 15, demon-
strates an advantage provided by folding the optical path at
the aperture 200. If the optical path were not folded at the
aperture 200, much of the optical signal would be lost by
refraction out of the optical block 100, as indicated by dashed
lines 7. Size, mass or volume constraints may require placing
the off-axis parabolic surface 204 close to the aperture 200, or
it may simply be desirable to do so. In any case, folding the
optical path at the aperture 200 makes a compact optical
system possible.

It should be noted that, in some cases, two or more aperture
fold zones may overlap, as schematically exemplified in FIG.
16. Some rays (B1 to B) reflected by the off-axis parabolic
surface 204 are folded at the aperture 200, creating a first
aperture fold zone, as indicated by a dash-dotted ellipse 1600.
Some rays (such as ray D) reflected by the flat surface 206 are
also folded at the aperture 200 within the first aperture fold
zone.

Although the optical systems described above, such as with
respectto FIGS. 7 and 9, include two flat mirrors 206 and 208
or 906 and 908, more or fewer mirrors may be used to fold an
optical path, as long as at least a portion of the optical path is
folded at least once at an aperture of the system. Similarly,
different numbers of mirrors or differently placed mirrors
may be used to fold all or portions of the optical path more
than once at the aperture. As used herein, “fold the optical
path at the aperture” means at least one ray of the optical path
is folded at the aperture.
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The optical systems described thus far define optical paths
inwhich all therays (A, B, C, etc.) are co-planar. For example,
in FIG. 8, the off-axis parabolic surface 204, the two flat
surfaces 206 and 208 and the exit surface 202 are all vertically
oriented, thus all the rays A, B, C, D and E are co-planar.
However, optical systems according to other embodiments
may include non-vertically oriented off-axis parabolic sur-
faces, non-vertical flat surfaces and/or non-vertical output
surfaces which, collectively, may define optical paths in
which all the rays are not necessarily co-planar, as exempli-
fied schematically in FIG. 17. FIG. 17 is a front view sche-
matic diagram of an optical block 1700, similar to the view in
FIG. 4 of the optical block 100, except the optical block 1700
in FIG. 17 includes a non-vertical off-axis surface 1702 and
non-vertical flat surfaces 1704 and 1706. Consequently, the
optical path B, C and D are not co-planar.

FIGS. 18 and 19 are respective top and back view sche-
matic diagrams of an optical system 1800 that includes both
multiple folds at its aperture 1802 and non-co-planar optical
paths. Ray B, after being reflected by an off-axis parabolic
mirror 1804, impinges on a first flat mirror 1806 and is there
reflected as ray C toward the aperture 1802. Ray C is reflected
by the aperture 1802, and then ray D impinges on a second flat
mirror 1808. Ray E is also reflected by the aperture 1802, after
which ray F impinges on a third flat mirror 1810. Reflected
ray G is then reflected by the aperture 1802, after which ray H
impinges on the sensor 708.

Principles discussed in this section, such as multiple folds
at the aperture, various numbers and orientations of folding
mirrors and non-co-planar optical paths, also apply to
embodiments that include metamaterials in their apertures
and/or in their mirrors.

Optional Wavelength Dispersive Element

Optionally, any of the optical systems described herein
may include a wavelength-dispersive element, such as a
prism or a diffraction grating, along its optical path to imple-
ment a spectrometer, as exemplified schematically in FIG. 20.
Here, optical system 2000 includes a prism 2002 disposed
along the optical path, downstream of the output surface 202,
to produce a wavelength-dispersed signal 2004. In other
embodiments, the prism may be disposed at other locations
along the optical path, such as upstream of the aperture 200.
Similarly, a prism may be disposed along the optical path A,
B, C, D and E of a discrete component optical system, such as
the optical system 900 shown in FIG. 9.

FIG. 21 is a top view schematic diagram of another
embodiment of a spectrometer 2100, according to the present
invention. In this case, an optical block 2102 includes an
off-axis parabolic surface 2104 ruled into a powered diffrac-
tion grating. Therefore, optical signal rays B, C, D and E are
wavelength dispersed. Similarly, the discrete optical element
system shown in FIG. 9 may be modified by replacing the
off-axis parabolic mirror 904 with a powered diftraction grat-
ing (not shown).

In yet other embodiments (not shown), the optical bock
100 (FIG. 7) may be fabricated from a wavelength-dispersive
material, such as a suitable flint glass.

Other Embodiments and Variations

The optical block 100 described above, with respect to
FIGS. 1-8, has straight vertical edges and generally rectan-
gular faces, except for the off-axis parabolic surface 204.
However, the various surfaces may be round, and excess
material of the block, i.e., material not needed to transmit
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light, may be removed to reduce mass of the optical block,
thereby creating a reduced optical block 2200, as exemplified
in FIG. 22. For reference, a corresponding outline of optical
block 100 of FIGS. 1-8 is shown in dashed line. As with the
optical block 100 of FIGS. 1-8, the reduced optical block
2200 has an aperture 2202, a flat output surface 2204, an
off-axis parabolic surface 2206 and two flat surfaces 2208 and
2210. These surfaces 2202-2210 correspond to the aperture
200, output surface 202, off-axis parabolic surface 204 and
flat surfaces 206 and 208, respectively, of the optical block
100 of FIGS. 1-8.

The choice of materials and/or metamaterials suited for a
specified application may be informed by the following non-
exhaustive list of considerations: wavelength or range of
wavelengths of optical signal(s) of interest; environment
(temperature, pressure and/or gas or vacuum) in which the
optical system is to be used, coefficient of thermal expansion
of materials and/or metamaterials used, cost, mass and vol-
ume. While specific parameter values may be recited for
disclosed embodiments, within the scope of the invention, the
values of all of parameters may vary over wide ranges to suit
different applications.

While the invention is described through the above-de-
scribed exemplary embodiments, modifications to, and varia-
tions of, the illustrated embodiments may be made without
departing from the inventive concepts disclosed herein. Fur-
thermore, disclosed aspects, or portions of these aspects, may
be combined in ways not listed above and/or not explicitly
claimed. Thus, aspects disclosed with respect to a particular
figure or group of figures may be combined with aspects
disclosed with respect to another figure or group of figures.
Accordingly, the invention should not be viewed as being
limited to the disclosed embodiments.
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What is claimed is:

1. An optical system comprising:

an aperture configured to admit an optical signal along an
optical path;

a powered optical element disposed along the optical path
and configured to receive the optical signal along the
optical path and to forward the optical signal along the
optical path; and

afirst mirror disposed along the optical path downstream of
the powered optical element and configured to fold the
optical path at the first mirror;

wherein the aperture, the powered optical element and the
first mirror are configured to fold the optical path at the
aperture, and the aperture is configured, at least at wave-
lengths within a predetermined range, to transmit the
optical signal along the optical path through the aperture
and then to externally reflect the optical signal from a
surface of the aperture, so as to fold the optical path at the
aperture.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

12

2. An optical system according to claim 1, wherein at least
one of: (a) the powered optical element and (b) the first mirror
is coated with a metamaterial configured to reflect the optical
signal.

3. An optical system according to claim 1, wherein at least
one of: (a) the powered optical element and (b) the first mirror
is patterned with sub-wavelength sized microstructures con-
figured to reflect the optical signal.

4. An optical system according to claim 1, wherein the first
mirror is configured to at least partially correct an optical
aberration, of the optical signal, caused by the powered opti-
cal element.

5. An optical system according to claim 1, wherein the
aperture, the powered optical element and the first mirror are
configured to fold the optical path at the aperture at a Brewster
angle of the optical signal.

6. An optical system according to claim 1, wherein the
aperture, the powered optical element and the first mirror are
configured, and the aperture comprises a material having an
index of refraction, so as to totally externally reflect the opti-
cal signal at the aperture.

7. An optical system according to claim 1, wherein the
aperture comprises a material having an index of refraction
less than 1.

8. An optical system according to claim 1, wherein the
powered optical element comprises an off-axis parabolic mir-
ror.

9. An optical system according to claim 8, wherein the
powered optical element further comprises a diffraction grat-
ing.

10. An optical system according to claim 1, wherein the
powered optical element comprises a lens.

11. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a wavelength dispersive element disposed along the
optical path.

12. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a second mirror disposed along the optical path down-
stream of the first mirror and configured to fold the optical
path at the second mirror; wherein the aperture, the powered
optical element, the first mirror and the second mirror are
configured to fold the optical path at the aperture.

13. An optical system according to claim 1, wherein the
aperture, the powered optical element and the first mirror are
separate discrete optical components.

14. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a diffraction grating disposed along the optical path.

15. An optical system according to claim 1, wherein the
powered optical element comprises a shaped mirror.

16. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a first reflector spaced apart from the aperture, along
the optical path, such that the optical signal impinges on one
surface of the first reflector after being admitted by the aper-
ture and before being reflected by any other surface of the
optical system, wherein the first reflector is configured to
prevent substantially any light passing therethrough from an
opposite surface of the first reflector.

17. An optical system according to claim 16, wherein the
powered optical element comprises the first reflector.

18. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a first reflector spaced apart from the aperture, along
the optical path, such that the optical signal impinges on one
surface of the first reflector after being admitted by the aper-
ture and before being reflected by any other surface of the
optical system, wherein the first reflector is configured to
prevent substantially any light entering the optical system via
an opposite surface of the first reflector.
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19. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a first reflector spaced apart from the aperture, along
the optical path, such that the optical signal impinges on one
surface of the first reflector after being admitted by the aper-
ture and before being reflected by any other surface of the
optical system, wherein the first reflector is configured to
substantially reflect the optical signal.

20. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a first reflector spaced apart from the aperture, along
the optical path, such that the optical signal impinges on one
surface of the first reflector after being admitted by the aper-
ture and before being reflected by any other surface of the
optical system, wherein the first reflector is configured to
redirect a broad bandwidth of the optical signal along the
optical path.

21. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a first reflector spaced apart from the aperture, along
the optical path, such that the optical signal impinges on one
surface of the first reflector after being admitted by the aper-
ture and before being reflected by any other surface of the
optical system, wherein the first reflector is coated with a
metamaterial configured to substantially reflect the optical
signal.

22. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a first reflector spaced apart from the aperture, along
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the optical path, such that the optical signal impinges on one
surface of the first reflector after being admitted by the aper-
ture and before being reflected by any other surface of the
optical system, wherein the first reflector is patterned with
sub-wavelength sized microstructures configured to substan-
tially reflect the optical signal.

23. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a first reflector spaced apart from the aperture, along
the optical path, such that the optical signal impinges on one
surface of the first reflector after being admitted by the aper-
ture and before being reflected by any other surface of the
optical system, wherein the first reflector is coated with a
metamaterial configured to prevent substantially any light
passing through the first reflector from an opposite surface of
the first reflector.

24. An optical system according to claim 1, further com-
prising a first reflector spaced apart from the aperture, along
the optical path, such that the optical signal impinges on one
surface of the first reflector after being admitted by the aper-
ture and before being reflected by any other surface of the
optical system, wherein the first reflector is patterned with
sub-wavelength sized microstructures configured to prevent
substantially any light passing through the first reflector from
an opposite surface of the first reflector.
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